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ABSTRACT

Black Skin, White Gaze: The Presence and Function of the Linchpin Character in
Biopics About Black American Protagonists
by
Nicole N. Williams

Advisor: Juan Battle

Throughout its existence the American film industry has--through the stories it has chosen to tell as
well as discriminatory practices such as whitewashing and the erasure of non-White people-enshrined whiteness as the default American racial identity. In multiracial films, Hollywood
productions have historically employed racialized character tropes to further emphasize hegemonic
American whiteness. This practice continues to the present day with the introduction of the
linchpin, a White character who appears in films with majority non-White casts. Although billed
and presented as a supporting character, the linchpin’s centrality to a film’s narrative or emotional
arc elevates them to main character status.
This thesis will conduct a content analysis of three biopics: 42, Hidden Figures, and
Harriet. For each movie, the linchpin character will be examined in how they are used (1) to ensure
White centrality, (2) to minimize the Black protagonists, and (3) to present an individual character
as being capable of mitigating the effects of deliberate, race-based systemic inequities. Findings
further reveal more nuanced ways that biopics, while featuring Black protagonists, can still be
firmly rooted in White supremacy; especially if they adhere to the tropes and subscribe to the
underlying assumptions of seemingly unimportant linchpin characters.
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Chapter 1: Background and Literature Review
Hollywood and Race
Hollywood has always been ‘a bastion of whiteness,’ a highly lucrative and insular industry in
which White men dominate the positions of power. This reality has resulted in the routine
erasure of women and people of color from the center of Hollywood’s narratives, and to a
flattening of the images that represent America to the world and to itself. (Hunt, Ramón, & Tran,
2019, p. 62)
The American film industry does not reflect the demographics of the United States
(Erigha, 2015); although initiatives exist to increase diversity at every level in American majorstudio filmmaking, White men are overrepresented, and racial minorities and women are still
disproportionately underrepresented (Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Diaz, 2017). In her TED
Talk, author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie discusses how simple it is for an audience to
unknowingly internalize and uncritically accept a “single story,” something that they have heard
enough times for it to become an unquestioned truth: “The single story creates stereotypes, and
the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make
one story become the only story” (Adichie, 2009).
It is easy to understand how Hollywood’s narrow representation of the lives of
Americans of color can become the single story by which people who lack personal context
understand these lives: “popular films about race and racism offer people, especially Whites,
narratives for experiences they may not have in real life. In fact, in the absence of lived
experience, films are often understood as ‘authentic’ reflections of real life” (Hughey, 2012, p.
754). When one considers the fact that 86% of White American suburbanites live in communities
where the Black population is less than 1% (Hughey, 2009) it is not difficult to understand why
images from mass media might be the foundation upon which their ideas about race have been
developed.
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Movies both reflect the culture in which they are produced and contribute to the
formation of attitudes and beliefs of those who live in that culture. “The contemporary status of
race in mainstream American culture is intimately bound to the process of representations within
and through the mass media” (Rocchio, 2000, p. 4). Hollywood films have historically focused
primarily on telling the stories of White characters, even in films where non-White characters
should be included or at the forefront [i.e., casting decisions that Whitewash narratives] (BonillaSilva, 2012, p. 179). And in those films where Black characters are the protagonists, there are
often “little [W]hite patriarchal interventions all along the way” (Wallace, 1986, p. 26) to prevent
the film’s perspective from straying too far afield of typical Hollywood productions. It may be
considered a sign of progress that Hollywood films have increased their visible diversity, but
from its conception, the American film industry’s multiracial productions have often relied upon
racial character tropes, so visible representation does not automatically equate to quality
representation (Hughey, 2009; Warner, 2017).
As films have become more expensive to produce, Hollywood studios have become more
cautious about how they spend their money, preferring to stick to the tried and true formulaic
approach (Barnes, 2008). Only four movies out of 10, or 40%, turn a profit; this percentage holds
steady across film genres and cast compositions, but it is more notable when majority Black
films fail to turn a profit, as they are fewer in number and therefore more conspicuous.
Underrepresentation of non-male, non-White performers in Hollywood permits racial character
tropes’ continued existence in the face of data which seem to indicate that audiences are willing
to embrace more complex and diverse characterizations (Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Diaz,
2017). According to Tierney, “Themes of whiteness inform and affect the narrative structure of
these films, allowing for perpetuation of specific ideological constructs of whiteness that include
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ethnic superiority and recurrent, stringent assignment of roles and functions based on ethnicity”
(2006, p. 607).
American film audiences are growing more racially diverse at the same time that films
with visible diversity enjoyed the highest median global box office returns and the highest
returns on investment (Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Diaz, 2017). This increasingly diverse
movie-going public is consuming the fruits of a medium in which decision-makers
overwhelmingly represent a single demographic group, White men (Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent,
& Roychoudhury, 2018). This fact may make it easier to understand both why it would be likely
that these White male decision-makers take their own centrality for granted and work to
eliminate any threats to that centrality (Jackson, 2014). At the same time, the higher box office
returns earned by films with visibly diverse casts makes producing more films of this
composition a smart business decision. It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that, in addition to
existing racial character tropes such as the “White savior,” the “magical Negro,” and “token
Black buddy,” a new racial character trope, the linchpin, has arisen in the biopics produced in
this century.
Theoretical Framework
This paper will consider the role that 21st century biopics with Black protagonists and
featuring majority Black casts play in upholding White centrality in American society. Using
examples, I will consider the way in which biopics use the linchpin character to preserve
Hollywood’s cinematic tradition of upholding the hegemonic nature of American whiteness,
through the interdisciplinary framework of critical whiteness studies (CWS) and the White gaze.
CWS are an offshoot of critical race theory and can be traced back to the sociological work of
W.E.B. Du Bois. His theory of double-consciousness posits that Black people in the United
States view themselves both as subjects and objects, moving throughout the world while living
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their lives, but also forever forced to view their own actions through the eyes of unseen White
authors (Du Bois, 1904). In double-consciousness, Black people are never able to live their lives
outside of this awareness of how they are seen by the dominant White society.
In his seminal work, Black Skin, White Masks, Martiniquais physician Frantz Fanon
expanded on these ideas, discussing the experiences of Black people living in environments
shaped by whiteness. His believed that his experiences in his home nation, France, and Algeria
revealed certain worldwide commonalities of White racial domination and non-White
subjugation. In one of the book’s more famous passages, Fanon points to the conspicuity of
Black people in such spaces, “Look! A Negro!” 1970, p. 109), describing how the low societal
status conferred upon Black people denies them personhood and instead sees them regarded as
objects akin to not-living things. Fanon’s work highlights how Black people’s existence is often
dissected and delimited by the dominant White population, denying this marginalized group even
the right to have the final say in how they are represented in the larger society.
Fanon further discusses how Black people are only forced to view themselves as from
afar when away from Black environments. He asserts that the presence of White people forces
Black people to be aware of themselves as a body that exists in space, as opposed to as one’s
own self. Fanon posits that Black people are not merely Black but are Black in relation to White
people. Blackness exists within the boundaries created for it by whiteness.
This line of thought is further distilled in the White gaze, which is an offshoot of Michel
Foucault’s work on the medical gaze. His original work describes the act of looking at patients
on the part of doctors and the imbalance in power inherent in this relationship (1973). CWS
examine the power and pervasive nature of the White gaze, which is the way in which the
dominant White culture’s view of society shapes perception and action, with such influence also
being exerted on the media that is produced within said society. Viewing through the White gaze
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leads to the people and things that are overlooked or ignored by the dominant culture being
replicated on a wider level as cultural blind spots (S. M. Smith, 2014). The White gaze
presupposes a White audience, and art that is made from this perspective seeks to contextualize
or explain the lives and actions of non-White people or cultures, based upon the assumption that
White people would find these unfamiliar or discomfiting. This perspective reinforces the
dominant cultural tradition of viewing people of color as objects to be deciphered and
commodified, or as others who exist to be exploited by White people for labor, financial,
entertainment, and/or sexual purposes.
Critical whiteness studies (CWS) stem from critical race theory, which regards race as a
social construct, as opposed to a biological fact (Bonilla-Silva, 2012; Christian et al., 2019).
CWS, unlike most other fields that study racial groups, seeks to understand the meaning and
functions of whiteness (Nayak, 2007). This field regards whiteness less as a normative identity
and more as an authoritarian structure (Bhabha, 1998). CWS scholars believe that whiteness is: a
modern invention whose meaning is able to shift over time; a social norm that is associated with
certain unspoken privileges; and a construct that can be dismantled for the betterment of all
humanity (Nayak, 2007).
American Whiteness
Hegemonic whiteness did not become the default American identity by accident. The
social mechanisms and forces that combined White immigrants from many different European
national, regional, cultural, and linguistic origins and extruded generic American whiteness did
so as a way of consolidating power in one group. Historically and in several instances today
(including employment, legal sentencing, and healthcare), even those White people who do not
occupy the highest socioeconomic strata enjoy benefits that are not conferred upon other
American racial groups of any net worth.
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Race is a social construct, which is to say that phenotypic differences between people
mean as much or as little as the people of any given society decide they do. Identifying race as a
social construct should not obscure the very real way in which race affects life in American
society (Watts, 2017). Money is also a social construct, in that it is a societally agreed-upon
system that has no intrinsic meaning to people who are not party to these same societal
agreements. Still, telling a merchant that you will take their goods or services without an
exchange of money because money is not a real thing is an excellent way to get yourself in
trouble. Likewise, acknowledging that skin color has no intrinsic meaning and our understanding
of race is due to socially constructed systems and beliefs does not negate the value of an
examination into the relationship between race, specifically whiteness, and film.
One way that whiteness has survived as the dominant and normative identity in American
identity is through adaptation. American history has shown the boundaries of whiteness to be
malleable and permeable. That certain ethnic groups, including Irish and Italian Americans, have
since ascended to the pantheon of whiteness in the United States when they were, upon first
arrival, not invited to share in the societal benefits of whiteness, demonstrates the mutability of
this racial categorization. The evolving experiences of these groups and the existence of the onedrop rule—which states that a person with any Black ancestry, no matter how far in the past, is
Black—show that having the same skin color as Americans classified as White does not
guarantee the automatic conferral of commensurate rights and levels of acceptance.
This flexibility and willingness to do what is necessary to keep whiteness at the top of the
American social order is evidenced by the linchpin character. While Hollywood still makes and
rewards White savior movies such as Green Book (Farrelly, 2018), these movies appeal largely
to White people and are less in favor with the audiences of color who comprise the majority of
the American movie ticket-buying public (Hunt et al., 2019). It is worth noting that while Green
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Book did well at the U.S. and Canadian box offices, its international gross was nearly triple that
amount. It could be surmised that the White savior’s waning American popularity is directly
responsible for the emergence of the linchpin. This character is not played by the top billed actor
(as Viggo Mortensen’s Green Book character is) and also is not the film's obvious protagonist,
yet by the end of the movie the linchpin somehow occupies a position of greater prominence than
a secondary character should. The linchpin may be how whiteness, the construct, not specifically
the skin color, has adapted itself in current films in order to maintain a place in the stories of
people who often had to fight obstacles that were caused directly or obliquely by hegemonic
whiteness.
The supremacy of whiteness in the United States is reinforced through the White gaze.
By positioning whiteness as the default American racial identity and reserving racial descriptors
primarily for non-White people, whiteness is essentially removed from inclusion in the category
of all racial identities. Bonilla-Silva offers the following description of this process: “Racial
domination necessitates something like a grammar to normalize the standards of White
supremacy as the standards for all sorts of everyday transactions rendering domination almost
invisible” (2012, p. 174). This grammar normalizes the othering of people with non-White
identities, who do not have the same ability to move through the United States in possession of
an identity that is effectively divorced from racial consideration. This paper will identify and
discuss the processes that are employed in biopics of Black Americans to maintain White
centrality, diminish Black protagonists, and overemphasize the effect that one White person
could have while deemphasizing the effects of the United States’ systemic, entrenched racist
infrastructure.
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Literature Review
Racialized Character Tropes
Entertainment industries in the United States have had a long history of using racial and
racialized character tropes, with minstrelsy and White actors in Blackface comprising some of
the most popular forms of entertainment through World War II (Abate, 2019). This section
provides an overview of several prevailing racial character tropes that remain integral to
Hollywood productions up to the present day and discusses what would appear to be expansion
of recognizable racial character tropes.
The White Savior
The White savior character is a racial trope found in dramatic films which take place in
predominantly non-White settings. Hughey describes this character as a teacher or leader who,
through personal sacrifice, is able to elevate the social or educational circumstances of lowerclass people, saving them from some unfortunate fate (2009). This figure often stands apart from
his White contemporaries; he may be an outcast before embarking upon his messianic actions
performed on behalf of browner, less fortunate others or perhaps specifically because of these
actions (Vera & Gordon, 2003). The White savior’s presence in a movie conflates whiteness with
bravery, natural leadership, and kindness, while further reinforcing notions of other ethnic
groups being comprised of dependent, faithful followers who are just waiting to be led.
Audiences and critics alike have identified Sandra Bullocks’s Leigh Anne Tuohy in The Blind
Side (Hancock, 2009) and Viggo Mortensen’s Tony Vallelonga in Green Book (Farrelly, 2018)
as examples of White savior characters. The White savior character acts as a surrogate for the
film’s audience and centers the White perspective, which is already the normative default in
mainstream cinema.
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The Noble Savage
This character represents “an idealized concept of uncivilized man, who symbolizes the
innate goodness of one not exposed to the corrupting influences of civilization” (“Noble
Savage—Britannica Academic,” n.d.); in American cinema, this character is always a person of
color and usually Native American. Portrayals of this character have fallen out of favor as racial
and political attitudes have changed, but many critics identified the Academy Award-winning
film Dances with Wolves (Costner, 1990) as being both a White savior and noble savage movie.
The Magical Negro
The often simple and/or uneducated magical Negro character is another familiar racial
character trope seen in movies. The magical Negro exists primarily “to save and transform
disheveled, uncultured, lost, or broken Whites (almost exclusively White men) into competent,
successful, and content people within the context of the American myth of redemption and
salvation” (Hughey, 2009, p. 544). Unlike the White savior, the magical Negro is not centered in
the film’s narrative, even in his or her own titular film, such as in The Legend of Bagger Vance
(Redford, 2000). As Glenn and Cunningham remark, it is “the White characters’ dilemma, not
the Black characters’ gifts or spirituality” that is the focus of magical Negro films; despite being
integral to the White character’s transformation or improvement, the personal and interior lives
of the magical Negro are not given the same attention (2009, p. 138). The authors went on to
note that while magical Negroes have the ability to improve the lives of White people, they
cannot effect such change or improvement upon their own, usually meager, circumstances
(Glenn & Cunningham, 2009).
The Token Black Buddy
In comedic films, the token Black buddy character embodies what Bonilla-Silva terms
“cultural racism” and appears in a mostly secondary, often stereotypical role (2012, p. 179).
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According to Jason Smith, the interracial buddy formula “uses fictional friendships to ignore
institutionalized racism” (2013, p. 784). The comedic Black buddy behaves and speaks in ways
that would not be believable if performed by a White character but makes contextual sense
coming from a person of color when stereotypes are factored into the equation. The original
(Reitman, 1984) and rebooted (Feig, 2016) Ghostbusters films feature the Black tokens Winston
and Patty, played by Ernie Hudson and Leslie Jones, respectively. Both characters express
themselves using the type of exaggerated gestures, facial expressions, and raced vernacular—
Patty’s “Oh, hell, naw!” comes to mind—that would seem odd coming from any of the films’
White characters.
The Linchpin
While the token Black buddy in comedies with predominantly White casts exists
primarily to amuse, I have identified the emergence of a racial character trope that I call the
“linchpin.” The linchpin is a White character in a film with a majority non-White cast. While he
or she also may serve as a source of amusement, the linchpin is centered in a way that magical
Negroes, noble savages, and token Black buddies usually are not. Furthermore, the linchpin is
often pivotal to the film’s narrative progression in a way that their non-White counterparts are
often neither expected nor allowed to be.
Depending on the genre, this character may exhibit many of the generalized stereotypes
associated with American whiteness, such as displaying a lack of knowledge on how to behave
in non-White spaces; enthusiastic, ill-timed emoting; and awkward physicality. The linchpin is
also presented as the embodiment of All-Americanness, with the authority and presumption of
normality that this entails. Recent examples of linchpin characters include Liz in the comedy
Girls Trip (Lee, 2017), who tries to appropriate African-American vernacular, much to the
amused horror of the film’s Black protagonists and Agent Everett Ross in Black Panther
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(Coogler, 2018), who saves a far more technologically-advanced nation using inventions about
whose existence he just learned. Linchpin characters may be found in multiple film genres, but
their inclusion in biopics about Black figures is especially worthy of consideration.
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Chapter 2: Methods
Methodology
This research used content analysis, adapting methods employed by Tierney (2006) and
Hughey (2009). I was the sole researcher involved in this project, a design that is often employed
in cinematic research (Abate, 2019; Hughey, 2009; J. Smith, 2013; Tierney, 2006). My
examination of these films was focused on the three recurrent themes about whiteness that are
revealed by the inclusion of the linchpin character: a) even in films about Black protagonists, it is
necessary to maintain the centrality of whiteness; b) whiteness requires the minimization of
Black characters; and c) the actions of individual White people are capable of canceling out the
detrimental effects of entrenched systemic racism on the lives of Black characters.
Purpose of This Research
This research fills a gap observed by Banjo and Fraley (2016), who noted in their
research on Black American film productions targeted at Black audiences that there have been
relatively few studies that examine whiteness in a context where another ethnic or racial group
comprises the majority. And while scholars have examined film for decades, the average film
viewer may not approach the medium with the same level of interest in influences, revealed
underlying beliefs, and power structures. This research aims to provide scholars and
entertainment-seeking audiences alike with the tools to recognize how mass-market biopics
about Black figures and made for a general (read: presumed White) audience can perpetuate
American cinema’s hegemonic whiteness.
This thesis has grown out of a paper I wrote in 2017, which examined White characters in
movies with majority-Black casts. I examined several genres including biopics, comedy, and
action films and realized that the linchpin, which at the time I referred to as the “White tour
guide,” can be found in many types of films. The first White linchpin character I noticed was Liz
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Davelli from the movie Girls Trip (Lee, 2017). I was interested in her character's bold
appropriation of African American culture and complete disregard for the boundaries set by the
film’s Black characters both with their physical bodies but also with cultural artifacts related to
blackness. Once I noticed this linchpin character, I could not stop seeing this type of character in
other movies.1 The fact that this character may be found across genres says to me that there is an
investment, both literally with regard to money and figuratively at the film industry decisionmaking level, in promoting White faces and perspectives even when other racial groups are
supposedly in the foreground.
Biopics
Biopics, or biographical films about real people, have existed for nearly as long as motion
pictures have. Early biopics include Georges Méliès’ Jeanne D’Arc (1900) and The Story of the
Kelly Gang (Tait, 1906), whose runtime of more than an hour also made it the first feature length
film. Although film as a medium has been studied by scholars for decades, biopics have a
reputation of being less artistic and more sloppily sentimental, and therefore less worthy of
scholarly regard (Bingham, 2010). Even today, biopics are considered by film scholars and
critics to be less artistic endeavors and more for the purposes of gaining awards for their
performers.
Perhaps because of the ambiguity in classifying them and their generally less than warm
reception from critics (Brown & Vidal, 2013), biopics did not receive serious academic
consideration until nearly the end of the 20th century, when the late College of Staten Island
professor George Custen undertook a seminal examination of these films (1991). At the time of
his work’s publication, biopics had faded from prominence and all but disappeared from movie

1

A White colleague with whom I have discussed my work in the past has joked (I think) that I have ruined movies
for him because now he is aware of this unpleasant and regressive undertone to a lot of programming that features
multiracial casts. He went on to state his observation that even multiracial television commercials often contain
dynamics similar to those found in films featuring linchpin characters.
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theatres. By the 1990s, biopics had generally become made-for-tv fare and were of little interest
to feature film studios. In this regard, Custen’s work functions as an examination of a nearly
dead type of feature film.
Bingham's examination of biopics, written in 2010, benefits from the foundation laid by
Custen and also by being written at a time in which the biopic had undoubtedly rebounded. My
intention in studying the linchpin character in biopics is directly related to their dual natures as
narrative fictions that were nevertheless inspired by real life. It is impossible to know every
fabricated detail included in these films by their makers, but I believe that it is in the departures
from real characters and events where we might be able to find evidence of the filmmakers’
underlying beliefs and attitudes.
Although it is perfectly understandable that people regard movies as an uncomplicated
form of entertainment, while we are being entertained, we are also internalizing the messages
that filmmakers may not even be aware they are putting into their films. Given that films are the
primary means of people's acquisition of historical knowledge (Landy, 2001), it is especially
important to understand what is being communicated to viewers while they think they are simply
being entertained. Biopics contribute to a shared perspective on national history and historical
events, and may reinforce approaches to history that prioritize hegemonic points of view and
continue the tradition of ignoring or actively silencing the divergent voices of historically
subjugated populations.
Even if every scene in a biopic is true-to-life or accurately reflects events as they
happened, the selection and elevation of certain events from the subject's life over others
contributes to a narrative that is designed to make audiences think or feel in certain ways. All of
the cinematic choices made in a scene, from the characters’ costumes to the shots chosen, are
created to communicate or convey something. When watching a biopic, it is important to ask
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what it might be that the filmmakers seek to impart to their audience about their subject(s).
Considering how foundational movie history is to people’s understanding of the past, what
lessons about the past might the audience be expected to extract from the film?
Criteria for Film Selection
The film selection process for this thesis was based upon the methodologies employed by
Banjo and Fraley (2014), Bingham (2010), and Hughey (2014). To identify films for
consideration, I used IMDbPro’s box office data (2020) and the Wikipedia entries on 2010s
Biographical Drama Films (“2010s biographical,” 2019), African-American Biographical Films
(“African-American biographical,” 2020), American Biographical Films (“American
biographical,” 2019), and Biographical Film (“Biographical film,” 2020). Films considered for
this research had to be US-produced biopics about Black American subjects that received wide
releases;2 featured majority-Black casts;3 and were produced between the years of 2010 and
2019. Additionally, I chose to include only films that turned a profit, which would seem to
indicate that they found an audience and had the potential of making some sort of cultural
impact.
Once I limited the scope of this thesis to films that met these criteria, 10 films remained. I
watched each film to determine whether linchpin characters were present. Of this number, three
films, 42 (Helgeland, 2013), Hidden Figures (Melfi, 2016), and Harriet (Lemmons, 2019)
contained a linchpin character. Once the films that met the criteria had been identified, I watched
the remaining films again, to give myself more areas to observe and consider after I had gained
initial impressions from a first viewing (Corrigan & Corrigan, 2014). As a counterpoint, I also
re-watched 12 Years a Slave (McQueen, 2013) and Selma (DuVernay, 2014), two films that have
I am using Box Office Mojo’s definition of a wide release, which is a film that was shown on at least 600 screens
nationwide (Internet Movie Database, 2020).
3
The full table of Black American biopic feature films that were made in the 2010s appears as Appendix A to this
work.
2
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notable White characters but eschew the employment of the White savior or linchpin character
tropes.
For each of the three films that are the primary focus of this research, I examined how the
linchpin character functions in terms of three considerations. Since considerations 1 and 2 are
closely related, I will address them simultaneously during my film analysis in Chapter 3.
Consideration 1, The Continuity of White Centrality. First, how was the linchpin
character used to ensure that the biopic conformed to the traditions of American cinematic White
centrality? To answer this question, I looked at the ways in which narrative and emotional
significance were afforded to the linchpin. This was especially important to consider in the
context of scenes, characters, and events that were invented for these films.
Consideration 2, The Minimization of Black Protagonists. Next, and relatedly, I
looked at how each film’s linchpin character was used to diminish the magnitude of the Black
protagonist’s accomplishments. How does the linchpin’s influence or actions factor into the
protagonist’s success? These real-life figures were deemed important enough to have major
motion pictures made about their lives, but it is worthwhile to examine whether a real or
invented linchpin is given credit for some of the notable accomplishments that these protagonists
themselves made.
Consideration 3, The Presentation of an Individual White Character as Being Able
to Mitigate the Effects of Deliberate, Systemic Race-Based Inequities. Finally, I looked at
how these films positioned the linchpin characters as having the ability to mitigate the racial
prejudice that existed during these films’ time periods. When considering this point, I looked at
the extent to which the linchpin is emblematic of prevailing White racial attitudes during these
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time periods and also how his4 actions challenged or undermined the systemic racial inequalities
that existed in the films’ 1850s, 1940s, and 1960s settings.

4

In the three movies discussed in this paper, the linchpin character is male.
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Chapter 3 – Biopics
In this chapter, I will examine three biopics about Black subjects that make use of a
linchpin character, 42, Hidden Figures, and Harriet. After discussion of the three linchpin films,
I will briefly discuss the strategies employed by Selma and 12 Years a Slave, biopics about Black
protagonists that found ways to tell the stories of their Black protagonists and include White
characters without relying upon a White savior or linchpin character.
42
42 is named after Major League Baseball Hall of Famer Jackie Robinson’s iconic jersey
number and purports to tell the story about Robinson’s path to integrate the National League.
Still, while the film does dramatize Robinson’s life, it also functions at least as much as a
celebration of Branch Rickey, its linchpin character and the Brooklyn Dodgers general manager
who hired Robinson to be the first Black Major League Baseball player in the 20th century.5
White Centrality and Black Protagonist Minimization in 42
The film immediately establishes its White gaze narrative focus by opening not on
Robinson doing anything, but with Rickey telling two of his White employees his plan to bring a
Black baseball player into the Major Leagues. The immediate establishment of this story in the
context of a powerful White man with a vision, rather than of a smart and talented Black man,
firmly situates 42 in the White hegemonic tradition of most American major-studio film
products. Rickey’s employees are aghast and do not share his belief that such an endeavor is
worthwhile either in terms of profitability or principles. Throughout the film, Branch Rickey’s
unflagging certainty in the rightness of his vision, when even Jackie Robinson questions whether

5

According to the Society for American Baseball Research, there were at least three other Black Major League
Baseball players before Robinson who joined the National League (Husman, 2013). The first, Bill White, was born
enslaved in 1860, the child of a White plantation owner and his Black slave. White, who was listed on census
records as “mulatto,” played as a White man and escaped the racial prejudice faced by the Walker brothers (who
played in the 1880s), Robinson, and other early Black Major League players.
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he can withstand the abuse he receives, establishes the front office executive as 42’s moral
center.
42 gives Branch Rickey credit for real events that he had no bearing on and fictional
events that were created just to make him look like a much better person. In an early scene, after
having spoken with Branch Rickey about going down a career path whose hoped-for destination
would be the Major Leagues, Jackie Robinson calls his girlfriend Rachel in California and
proposes to her over the phone. This scene takes place in 1945, more than two years after the
real-life Robinsons became engaged upon Jackie’s promotion to second lieutenant in the Army
(Robinson & Duckett, 1972).
In another movie scene that is not based on anything in Robinson’s autobiography, he
and his constant chronicler, Black journalist Wendell Smith, are forced to flee the spring training
city of Sanford, Florida after Smith is warned that a group of vigilante White men are coming to
harm Robinson. Upon hearing this news, Smith phones Rickey in New York to find out what he
should do instead of immediately informing the competent, adult target whose life has been
threatened. It is worthwhile to consider what purpose Helgeland, who allowed Rachel Robinson
to have a limited amount of input into his script (Kennedy, 2013), might have felt that such a
scene served in the narrative progression of 42. While it certainly adds drama to this biopic about
Robinson’s life, it also places ultimate responsibility for him in Rickey’s hands, denying
Robinson the right to determine his own course of action. This scene serves the dual purpose of
setting Rickey at the center of what is happening and minimizing how important Robinson is in
his own story.
Time and again, the film shows that Jackie Robinson is looked up to by Black people of
all ages and, eventually, some White people, but never wavers in its constant positioning of
Branch Rickey as everyone’s hero. 42 does not complicate its portrayal of Rickey by showing his
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disdain towards the Negro Leagues, which he called a racket, or refusal to compensate the
owners of the teams from which Robinson and his eventual other Black players came (Young,
1968, p. 130). The film also makes no mention of the fact that there had been a more than
decade-long movement by many, including Black civil rights organizations, White progressives,
and the American Communist Party to integrate baseball as part of a larger movement to
integrate other facets of American life (Dreier, 2013). Centering scenes around Rickey and
having most characters defer to him by default (as in the case in the scene where Smith and
Robinson must flee the city of Sanford), ensures that the White gaze is the most consistent lens
employed throughout 42.
An audience member who knows nothing about Jackie Robinson could easily conclude
that Rickey was more of an activist than Robinson, especially given the scant evidence provided
that Robinson does much more than play baseball and endure racist abuse. The film hints at
Robinson’s tendency to act upon his convictions, but since its timespan only covers through his
first season with the Dodgers, the audience does not get to see other notable works such as his
Civil Rights efforts, his testimony before the House of Un-American Activities Committee, or
even how he publicly called out Major League Baseball’s continued front-office racism decades
after on-field integration. That Jackie does not appear in this film.
When people in 42 have a problem, they phone Branch Rickey to resolve the situation.
Besides Rickey, the only people with whom Robinson has a sustained, positive relationship are
his wife and infant son. In the scene where Robinson breaks down due to the pain of dealing with
so much racist abuse, it is not with Rachel that he shares his emotions, but with Rickey. In his
autobiography, Robinson describes Smith as one of his friends, while in the movie he is
presented as someone whose presence Robinson accepts only grudgingly. Considering that Smith
is already in the movie, what might explain the choice to invent Robinson’s antagonism towards
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him? Perhaps positioning Robinson as a man with no friends and limited emotional support
clears the path for Rickey to be an unquestioned source of authority and strength in his life.
Reducing a complicated figure like Jackie Robinson to a largely two-dimensional figure absolves
the film from having to expand its viewpoint and examine his activism in the context of White
hegemony.
It is understandable that a film about a heroic integrator would feature scenes about
racism, but Jackie Robinson is too often relegated to the position of afterthought in his own
biopic. In one extremely telling scene, a racist Philadelphia Phillies pitcher, egged on by his even
more egregiously prejudiced manager, delivers a pitch that hits Robinson in the head. The
Dodgers, already upset with how the Phillies have been mocking Robinson directly and the
team’s White players by association, storm the field to confront the entire Phillies defensive lineup. The camera follows several configurations of White players shoving and yelling at each other
and catches the moment when Jackie Robinson, who has lain unattended where he dropped,
slowly arranges himself in a sitting position.
It is perfectly illustrative of the larger orientation of 42 that Jackie Robinson himself is
not the focus of anyone’s attention in a dispute that begins on his ostensible behalf. In another
scene, White teammate Pee Wee Reese, a Kentucky native, puts an arm around Robinson’s
shoulders during a game in Ohio, because Reese wants his relatives who are in attendance to
understand who he is. Robinson does not have to say or do anything besides stand there, because
the only things that matter in that situation are his effectiveness as a figurative and literal prop. It
is likely that this scene was inspired by the real-life events of a game in Boston, where Reese put
his arm around Robinson’s shoulders to show the crowd that they were friends. Reese did not do
this to make a statement to his own family, but wanted to show his support of Robinson in order
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to quiet racist Boston hecklers. The reality was less mercenary and more protective, and made
Robinson less of a prop and more of a protected friend (Robinson & Duckett, 1972).
Even Jackie Robinson might have objected to how he is portrayed in 42. In his
autobiography he discusses the fact that people would try to attribute his success to White men,
largely leaving Robinson himself out of the equation. He cited his own accomplishments and
points to the fact that the White men who aided him in his various professional endeavors did so
primarily with profit, not selflessness, in mind. Even during his lifetime, Robinson had to
contend with being relegated to a supporting role in his own life story, and it is unfortunate that
his biopic continued this disheartening tradition. Lost in the positioning of Branch Rickey as a
saintly administrator who wanted to give Jackie Robinson a chance is the fact that if Robinson
had not been an excellent baseball player, no amount of front-office support would have
mattered.
White Racist System Mitigation in 42
42’s presentation of life in the 1940s does in some ways deviate from standard American
cinematic representations of racism. The film makes it clear that White American racism is not
only found in Southerners. Rickey’s Northern White employees openly question the wisdom and
necessity of his decision to add a Black player to the major leagues. Philadelphia’s manager,
players, and general manager, as well as the hotel that the team has reserved for their stay in the
city, are shown to be extremely racist against Robinson. Conversely, Kentucky-native Pee Wee
Reese is friendly towards Robinson and does not allow people to use his Southern origins to bait
him into mistreating Robinson.
Still, while there are virulent racists whose minds no amount of teamwork or propinquity
can change, racism in this film is often presented as the actions of individuals, instead of an
infrastructure-level, societal system of advantage. In one of his first scenes in the film, Robinson
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and his Negro League team have stopped at a service station to fill up their bus’s gas tank. While
there, Robinson moves to visit the restroom but is stopped and told that it is reserved for the
exclusive use of White men. Robinson tells his teammates to remove the gas nozzle from the
bus, and that they will stop somewhere else for their gas. Caught between his devotion to his
racism and his desire for profit, the gas station owner/employee chooses to permit Robinson to
use the restroom. This scene shows Robinson’s triumph over a racist system, but ultimately this
victory is meaningless on a larger level; racism was the law at that time and restrooms were
legally designated as White or Colored. Any other Black person who visited that service station
would at best receive the same treatment that Robinson did for trying to use the White restroom.
The import of this scene is not a lasting change but the establishment of Jackie Robinson
as someone who is willing to challenge unfairness. It also helps to introduce this film’s
conception of racism and how it can be overcome and, thus, positions the actions of individual
White people such as Branch Rickey and Pee Wee Reese as being able to surmount the obstacles
presented by America’s entrenched racism. The film’s depiction of a Black person’s talent and
hard work overcoming systemic racial oppression also puts the onus of overcoming racism on
the ability of oppressed people to meet the standards dictated by their oppressors, reinforcing
social domination.
Hidden Figures
Hidden Figures tells the story of three Black female computers6 working in Virginia at
the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) in 1961, when both the space race
and the Civil Rights Movement are topics of major concern to the United States. Through their
intelligence, perseverance, and the judicious application of White aid, these women (Katherine

Although an IBM device does factor into Dorothy’s storyline, in the context of Hidden Figures, the word
“computers” refers to the female mathematicians who were the ones to perform the complex calculations in order to
get American astronauts into space and then safely back to earth.
6
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Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson) are able to overcome personal and professional
obstacles created by segregation and racists. While the film opens with the words “Based on true
events,” what it depicts diverges in significant ways from what actually happened, with the
accomplishments of the protagonists downplayed and the invented linchpin character of Al
Harrison receiving a notable amount of narrative attention.
White Centrality and Black Protagonist Minimization in Hidden Figures
The first scene of the movie shows sixth-grader Katherine Johnson standing at the
blackboard in front of a class of high school mathematics students performing advanced
mathematics to find the solution to an equation that no other student in the class is capable of
solving. The perspective is from the blackboard itself, showing a young Katherine working
diligently and the high school-aged students behind her staring on as she works. The sight of
Katherine on display at a blackboard, working to solve a complicated mathematical equation in
front of people who are in some way her social superiors—first unimpressed older students and
later unwelcoming White engineers—is one that will be repeated throughout the film.
White characters in the film run the gamut from being seemingly free of any anti-Black
prejudice to being openly antagonistic towards the film’s Black characters. Astronaut John Glenn
does not treat people differently based on race, as he makes a point to greet NASA’s Black
computers in the same way he does those who are White, and he seeks Katherine’s confirmation
of mathematical accuracy before getting into the Friendship 7. On the other end of the scale are
engineer Paul Stafford, who seeks to hide information from Katherine and denies her authorship
credit on the work that she performs, and the White computers’ supervisor Vivian Mitchell, who
seems to take pleasure in weaponizing NASA’s unfair policies in order to stymie Dorothy and
Mary’s attempts to advance their careers.
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In between these extremes are Ruth, a White assistant who advocates for Katherine on
multiple levels by ensuring that she is given credit for her work and vouching for her loyalty to
the United States (on what basis?) but who never considers that Katherine should use the same
facilities as she when asked for directions to the restroom, and Al Harrison, the film’s lead
engineer and linchpin character. Al’s evolution from being insensitive about and indifferent to
issues of race to being aware of racial inequity is highlighted over the course of the film, which
chronicles his interactions with Katherine but also gives him narrative attention outside of his
scenes with her. He goes from being openly doubtful that a Black woman can perform
calculations of the necessary complexity to assist the space program to recognizing how petty,
and unnecessary, other White engineers’ treatment of Katherine is.
Visually, the three protagonists often stand out in any scene in which they are among
White people, both due to their brown skin and also because of their colorful clothing and
lipstick. In scene after scene, whether it is Katherine entering Al’s engineering department for
the first time, Dorothy visiting the White computers’ section, or Mary entering her night class,
these characters are on the receiving end of the White gaze; every White person’s eyes turns to
these women when they enter a room, with actions being halted in order to examine the
interlopers in these White spaces. Narratively, the scenes often center the film’s White
characters, serving to insert them into the protagonist stories in meaningful ways, as if to ground
the film’s action into the familiar context of most Hollywood films.
In real life, it was Katherine Johnson herself who performed an act of daring with regard
to NASA’s restrooms. From the time she was hired at NASA in 1953 until its shared spaces were
integrated, Katherine simply refused to use a segregated bathroom.7 Depicting this quiet and

Although many of NASA’s facilities were not officially integrated until the 1964 Civil Rights Act became law
(Paul, 2014), individual departments and facilities were unofficially integrated much earlier, based on employees’
behavior. Johnson integrated the restrooms simply because she always used the same ones as White women.
7
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illegal act of civil disobedience could have been at least as meaningful as a film’s fabricated
bathroom sequences.8 Choosing both to leave out this fact and not to acknowledge that NASA
was no longer segregated during the time period in which this film takes place sets up Katherine
to be rescued by Al, depriving a brave and resourceful person of the ability to deliver her own
salvation.
Also, the scene in which Vivian condescends to Dorothy while they are in the bathroom
could never have happened in real life because, in addition to all bathrooms having been
integrated by this point, Dorothy Vaughan actually became a supervisor at NACA (the National
Advisory Committee for Aeronautics, NASA’s original name) in 1948 and was the first Black
American of any gender to have this title. Inclusion of this fact, combined with women’s
underrepresentation in NASA, could have led to intensely meaningful representations of a Black
female supervisor who managed employees of different racial and gender makeups. The use of
fictional White characters and fabricated interracial scenarios in Hidden Figures would seem to
indicate Melfi’s agreement with the traditional film industry belief that White involvement is a
necessary component for audiences to be able to identify with and care about non-White
protagonists.
White Racist System Mitigation in Hidden Figures
In one of the film’s most iconic, yet entirely invented, scenes, Al, surrounded by several
White employees and with the Black computers looking on, dramatically takes a crowbar to the
sign designating a restroom as being for “Colored Ladies Only.” His action is not the result of
any fundamental belief in Black equality but in his exasperation that the restroom that Katherine
needs to use is across the campus and her twice-daily bathroom breaks are costing him access to

42 shows Rachel Robinson choosing to enter the “Whites Only” restroom in a scene that is based on real life
(Robinson & Duckett, 1972) and demonstrates courage and a rejection of the racist laws that Black people were
subjected to in the segregation era.
8
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her labor. Put simply, the racist inequity that he ends has a time cost and a fundamentally
negative effect upon his team’s output. It is Al’s awareness of deadlines and sense of urgency,
not equality, that eventually make him put a stop to the anti-Black racism to which Katherine is
routinely subjected. Hidden Figures makes a compelling case both for how costly racism can be
to everyone and how comfortable those who benefit from racist systems are until said racism
begins to have a negative effect upon their own lives.
Mr. Zelinski, a Polish Jewish man who is Mary’s supervisor, encourages her to pursue
her dream of being an engineer at NASA and does not accept that her status as a Black American
woman should be an impediment. He cites his own demographic affiliations as proof that
anybody can accomplish anything, without considering the effect that being a man and therefore
closer to American hegemonic Whiteness might have had on his own achievements in the United
States; he positions himself as an expert and feels that his own beliefs trump the preponderance
of evidence that Mary would have accumulated over a lifetime of Black American womanhood.
His advice illustrates the film’s underlying belief that individual actions are more important than
structural disadvantages, deftly placing much of the onus of overcoming systemic racism upon
those who are its victims. In contrast to Mr. Zelinski, Mary's own husband discourages her from
pursuing the education necessary to attain this promotion, asserting his belief that she will never
be able to realize her dream in segregated Virginia. His own protective intent looks especially
poor and unsupportive when compared to Mr. Zelinski’s determined and perhaps uninformed
optimism.
Mary is able to join the high school class she needs by appealing to the White male
judge’s own personal history, which she researched. She discusses his experiences of being the
first person in his family to obtain a higher education and to achieve what he has professionally
and ties that to her own efforts and desire to advance her career. While her appeal to their shared
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humanity is successful, the film gives no consideration to what will happen to the next Black
person in a similar situation who goes before that judge and has no personal appeal to overcome
racist laws. Hidden Figures provides a pathway to Black achievement that relies upon individual
White people recognizing the humanity of Black people rather than upon change being enacted
at the systemic and legal level, which would introduce equity and minimize reliance upon kindly
White individuals.
Harriet
Harriet gives the biopic treatment to the life of Araminta “Minty” Ross Tubman, a
Black9 enslaved10 woman who lives in bondage on a plantation in Maryland. Slated to be sold,
Minty makes a daring solo escape, bravely facing unknown terrain and her enslaver’s pursuit to
arrive safely in Philadelphia. Once there, she claims the freedom name “Harriet,” establishes a
life among the free Black and abolitionist communities there, and uses her newfound freedom of
movement to return and rescue many more enslaved people. Harriet functions not only as the
story of Harriet Tubman, but also as a redemptive vehicle for linchpin Gideon Brodess, an
invented White enslaver from whose plantation she has escaped.
White Centrality and Black Protagonist Minimization in Harriet
Although the character of Gideon is based upon the existence of a real person in the sense
that Tubman’s owner did have a son, Gideon’s actions in the film and his place in Harriet’s life
are entirely invented (Bhatti, 2019). It is interesting that the filmmakers chose to insert into the
story of a Black woman’s remarkable heroism a conflicted White man who has strong, perhaps

9

Although it might seem obvious that an enslaved woman would have been Black, over the decades in which a
possible Harriet Tubman biopic was discussed, it was suggested by a film executive that Julia Roberts play the
titular role (Schmidt & Fucile, 2019). Still, this may have been the thought process behind White actress Angelina
Jolie darkening her skin and wearing a curly wig to portray Marianne Pearl, a biracial woman, in the biopic A
Mighty Heart (Winterbottom, 2007).
10
For flow and clarity's sake, although I do not believe that it is possible for one human being to own another,
throughout this paper I will use commonly understood words related to slavery, including “master,” “slave,”
“owner,” “enslaved,” and “enslaver.”
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romantic, feelings for Harriet (which are, thankfully, never suggested to be reciprocated, sparing
the audience the need to grapple with the ideas of consent, agency, and power imbalances).
Gideon’s import is established early in the film. After Gideon’s father denies Harriet and
her family’s legal claim to manumission based on the terms of his own father’s will, he reminds
his son that Gideon’s favor towards her and past intercessions are the only reasons that Harriet
had not been sold before. This is the first time, but not the last, that the film credits Harriet’s
status to Gideon’s direct action. Following the discussion with his father, he comes across
Harriet in (or perhaps follows her to) the woods, praying that God would strike down her master.
During this confrontation, in which Gideon compares Harriet to swine and smacks her, he tells
her that it does not matter what she prays for because, “God doesn’t listen to niggers.” In what
will prove to be the first of several occasions in this movie upon which Gideon experiences
disappointment, the next scene shows his father’s funeral.
Gideon’s decision to belatedly carry out his father’s wishes and sell Harriet is what
makes her decide to leave behind her husband, family, and everything she knows in order to seek
freedom. Although he interrogates her father and beats and pistol-whips her husband, they
protest their ignorance as to her whereabouts. Her perilous journey includes being cornered on a
bridge by Gideon and the other White men with whom he is chasing her; although she cannot
swim, Harriet jumps from the bridge to what looks like certain death in order to escape, with the
camera spending equal amounts of time focusing on the place where she disappears into water
and Gideon’s anguished face.
After having started a new life in Philadelphia, Harriet willingly endangers her newfound
freedom and her own life by going back to Maryland to bring her family and other enslaved
people to freedom. She would make such trips many more times; her frequent missions to free
other enslaved people bring her to the attention of Gideon and other slave owners, all of whom
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object to the loss of what they regard as their property, none of whom know that the person
they’re looking for is actually a small, narcoleptic female ex-slave. They take the step of
bringing in Bigger Long, a tall, Black male slave catcher who is crude, brutal, and loyal only to
money. Bigger is assisted by Walter, another Black man, who sees one of Harriet’s narcoleptic
episodes help her evade capture11 and, believing her to be favored by God, begins to help her.
Gideon is not afraid to use actual or threatened violence against Black people, such as
when he slaps Harriet, pistol-whips her husband, chokes her sister, and physically threatens her
infant nephew in order to gain information on Harriet from her sister. He even shoots at Walter
with the intent of killing the assistant, who is saved only by Bigger’s timely redirection of the
gun. Gideon specifies when searching for his escaped slaves that he wants Harriet brought in
alive and unharmed, going on to say that any harm she experiences will be by his hands alone.
He later kills Bigger, who ignores this dictate, as Bigger is about to shoot Harriet.
Throughout the film, other supporting characters, including Harriet’s own relatives, are
shown only in the context of their proximity to her life. Conversely, Gideon is shown trying to
help his mother manage the debt-ridden estate that his father left them, the threat of penury
perhaps providing a potentially exculpatory explanation for why his father would not have freed
Harriet’s family when asked to and why Gideon so doggedly pursues her after her escape. The
linchpin character Gideon could be contrasted with Mr. Garrett, a White man who helps Harriet
when she falls ill during her initial journey North. He brings her to his home, allowing her to
recuperate in the first bed she has ever occupied. When she is able to resume her journey, he
takes her nearly to the border that separates slave state from free state, recognizing how
meaningful it would be for her to enter into her new, free life in Pennsylvania on her own two
feet.
11

While Harriet is rendered unconscious by her narcolepsy, she receives a vision from God telling her in which
direction she and her charges should travel in order to avoid being caught and returned to slavery.
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Mr. Garrett’s helpful actions and thoughtful approach never overshadow who Harriet is
or the magnitude of what she has accomplished. This differs greatly from Harriet's interactions
with Gideon, which are usually about Gideon, particularly what he wants and how he feels. He
makes everything, from her marriage to her decision to run away to freedom, about himself.
Harriet’s abilities and accomplishments get pushed to the wayside in order to focus narrative
attention on a violent man who owns other people and spends a great deal of time trying to
deprive others of liberty.
The film’s closing montage offers factual biographical details about Harriet Tubman,
including the fact that she was a spy for the Union Army during the Civil War. If the film’s
writers were able to wholly invent several characters, surely they could also have taken reality
and crafted an interesting narrative around a narcoleptic Black woman who engaged in
espionage. Also, as the closing subtitles note, Harriet Tubman was the first American woman to
have led an armed expedition (Harriet Tubman Historical Society, 2020); that is certainly at least
as worthy of screen time as watching Gideon chase his former slave along the East Coast.
Upon the de jure ending of American slavery, Tubman became one of the more notable
figures in the women’s suffrage movement, although her name is not as readily identified with
that cause as are some of her contemporaries, such as Susan B. Anthony. It is not beyond the
realm of possibility that racism has contributed to the way that Tubman is not considered to be a
part of this important historical movement. The writers of Harriet had the opportunity to show
her participation in that movement in as much depth as they did her many confrontations with
Gideon. Again, it is difficult not to wonder what subliminal beliefs about Whiteness and
American society may have contributed to decisions surrounding the historical and fictional
elements that were included in this film and what was relegated to a literal endnote.
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White Racist System Mitigation in Harriet
Bigger, the film’s Black slave catcher, behaves worse than any White character in
Harriet. He is not deferential to the White men who engage his services and even jokes about
having sex with White women, an idea that has traditionally been given as the reason for many
lynchings of Black men and is not likely to have been the basis for a jest that a Black man would
make. Dr. Brandi Brimmer, a Spelman College professor of African-American history, explains
that there is no historical record of any slave catcher having been engaged to return Harriet
Tubman to freedom and also expresses doubts about how likely it would have been that any such
slave catcher would have been Black (Wicker, 2019).12
Bigger brutally and casually beats to death Marie, Harriet’s friend and the owner of the
Philadelphia boarding house in which she lives. Inventing a fictional slave catcher to track down
a repeatedly successful slave liberator would have made a certain amount of sense, so including
such a character in Harriet could have been logical, but having that invented character be Black
makes it seem as though filmmakers wanted to find a way to distribute the complicity for slavery
between Black and White people. It is easy to see how Harriet could give audience members
who lack a context for understanding American slavery the impression that it was common for
real-life Black people to be like Bigger and Walter, supporting Black enslavement because they
cared more about money than others’ lives. The character of Bigger comes across as being worse
than White slave-owning characters, who might be afforded the excuse that owning Black people
was handed down to them and they did not know better. What could possibly excuse Bigger’s
involvement in Black enslavement?
Killing Bigger to save Harriet provides a form of redemption for Gideon, despite the
many horrible things he has done and attempted to do in the film. Despite the fact that Gideon
12

Although Black slave catchers did exist, they were more likely to operate in Northern states where slavery was
illegal, lest they be subjected to the very same fate as the people they hunted.
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enslaved her and is entirely responsible for Bigger’s pursuit of Harriet, in that moment Gideon is
her literal White knight, the only thing standing between her and death. Moments later, when
Harriet has disarmed Gideon, he tells her that her untamed state is what he has always liked
about her and confidently states that she liked him as well. His overestimation of his importance
in her life is understandable, given how much screen time he has in the film and how so much of
Harriet’s pre- and post-liberation life ends up involving him. In elevating the fictional Gideon
Brodess to a persistent nemesis that Harriet has to defeat, the filmmakers make him nearly as
important as the peculiar institution from which she and those she liberates seek refuge.
Counterpoints
Two biopics from the 2010s that do not adhere to the White savior or linchpin character
tropes are Selma and 12 Years a Slave. In fact, although some of their actions benefited these
films’ Black characters, the White characters in these movies more often could be said to have
acted antagonistically towards or even against the best interest of Black characters. These two
films take different approaches to the questions of how biopics about Black protagonists can
depict historical events that actually did feature pivotal White involvement.
Selma
This film, which takes place in Selma, Alabama in 1965, depicts the events and protests
within the Civil Rights Movement that lead to the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
Although well-received by critics and audiences alike, Selma was criticized for its depiction of
President Lyndon B. Johnson as being antagonistic towards Martin Luther King, Jr., going so far
as to show the president siccing the Federal Bureau of Investigation on the civil rights leader.
While in real life it was FBI director J. Edgar Hoover who chose to throw the power of his
agency behind his campaign to discredit King, smear his reputation, and perhaps drive him to
suicide, Johnson did not use his power as president to halt these efforts or direct Hoover’s
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attentions elsewhere. Johnson is also depicted as a reluctant supporter of the Voting Rights Act
of 1965, when in fact he was a fierce advocate for this landmark piece of legislation and
considered its passage as one of his greatest achievements as president.
When asked about this, DuVernay offered a blunt rationale for the choices she made as a
filmmaker: she was disinterested in making another White savior movie. She felt that any movie
about civil rights organizers and protesters in Selma and their advocacy for the VRA had to focus
on the Black people who were the brains and figurative and literal front lines of the movement.
DuVernay stated, “I think showing Black people thinking onscreen is revolutionary,” (Moore,
2014, p. 66) and intentionally eschewed making a White person the central figure in a historical
event, which tended to be the default approach in American filmmaking.
It is interesting then, as Morris notes, that Selma employs another common form of
cinematic erasure, that of women (Morris, 2018). Although DuVernay states in an interview
(Moore, 2014) that it was important to her as a Black woman to make sure that Black women
were visible in Selma, the film elides or severely minimizes the contributions of Black women to
the success of Selma’s protests. While women in the film are largely background characters who
support the foregrounded men, in real life they were leaders of and active in the Movement. Ella
Baker, who was instrumental in creating the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC) and mentoring its leaders, is left out of the film entirely. The inestimable contribution of
Diane Nash, who helped organize SNCC efforts and coordinated the Freedom Riders’ flights to
New Orleans after their rides had met with extremely violent resistance, is reduced to a brief
cameo that does not offer any insight into how paramount her involvement was to these civil
rights efforts.
Selma also maintains the common misconception that the Civil Rights Movement was a
singular, top-down effort over which Martin Luther King, Jr. and other leaders presided,
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directing the actions of lesser participants; this negates the successes of the many and varied
grassroots organizations who fought to increase Black and poor people’s opportunities in
American life. Still, her disinclination to single out a White man for approbation alongside Black
participants presents the United States fight for Black civil rights in a way that may have been
new for many of the film’s viewers.
12 Years a Slave
12 Years a Slave is based on the autobiography of Solomon Northup, a free Black man
from New York State who is tricked into traveling to Washington D.C., where slavery is legal,
then kidnapped and sold into slavery. As the film’s name suggests, he spends a dozen years in
enslavement, only gaining his freedom through the efforts of a White man from Canada. The
first two-thirds of the film focus on Solomon's experiences as an enslaved person, highlighting in
upsetting detail the extensive degradation and abuse of Black people endemic to the institution,
and showing that even slave owners who seemed the kindest and most reasonable were still
fundamentally people who found it acceptable to own other human beings.
Solomon as a protagonist is both an insider and an outsider in the world that he finds
himself in, being forced to labor like all of the rest who are enslaved with him, but not
immediately understanding the rules or considerations of his new station in life. He starts out as a
financially secure free Black man who has never had to be self-effacingly deferential to White
people or fear for his body or life, leading him to say and do things that endanger him and the
other slaves around him. Trusting the wrong people, both Black and White, repeatedly causes
problems for Solomon, but he takes a chance and tells Samuel Bass, an itinerant White Canadian
laborer, of his true identity. Bass agrees to write letters to Solomon's White friends in New York,
who are able to verify his identity and return him home.
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Although Bass’s assistance is what allows Solomon to return to his former life, Bass is
not a linchpin. His treatment by the film is not that of a protagonist; despite the import of Bass’s
actions, he appears in the film for fewer than 10 minutes. He does not have any scenes outside of
those that he shares with Solomon, and the actions that he takes to save Solomon happen entirely
off screen. After the conversation in which Bass considers the great risk that he would be taking
but then agrees to write the letters for Solomon, he never appears again. The film's treatment of
Bass is respectful of Solomon’s status as protagonist. Bass’s discussions with Solomon provide
enough context for the audience to understand why Bass agrees to assist Solomon but reveals
nothing about who Bass is as a person outside of his work and his negative feelings towards
slavery.
The film's other White characters also do not meet the criteria of linchpins. Epps,
Solomon's master for the majority of his enslavement, is the film’s primary antagonist. Although
12 Years a Slave features several despicable White characters, he is by far the worst. The most
abusive, depraved, and dissipated character, Epps seems only to experience pleasure if he is
somehow harming somebody else, be they his slaves or his spouse. One might be tempted to feel
bad for Epps’ wife, but her cruel abuse of Patsey and frequent attempts to instigate trouble for
the enslaved go a long way towards alleviating any inclination towards having sympathy for her.
The film does not spare any narrative concern for Epps outside of his relationship with Solomon
or his other slaves. His presence is not particularly pivotal; he is a cruel man within a cruel
system from which Solomon wants to escape, but getting back home has been Solomon's goal
since before he ever stepped foot upon Epps' plantation.
Solomon’s first owner, Ford, is less dastardly, but once Solomon is away from that
plantation, Ford ceases to be of any import and has no bearing upon how the rest of the film
unfolds. Hornsby, whose act of betrayal is terrible in the moment, is not meaningful in the larger
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context of the film. Likewise, the long list of White men who wrong Solomon does not contain
anyone who is the focus of the type of elevated narrative attention that would raise them to the
level of a protagonist. In fact, even the White men whom Solomon counts as his friends and who
eventually bring him home are largely a means to an end.
Filmmakers of Black biopics that could credibly contain narratively significant White
characters might do well to consider the examples of Ava DuVernay and Steve McQueen. Selma
and 12 Years a Slave show that it is possible to make successful biopics about Black protagonists
whose lives were significantly affected by White action without shifting the narrative focus to
White figures. These two films make it clear that it is entirely possible to have a Black biopic
where blackness and whiteness, among other racial identities, can coexist without the former
being pushed aside in favor of the latter.

38

Chapter 4 – Discussion and Conclusion
White Centrality and Black Protagonist Minimization Across All Three Films
Some people may question whether it ultimately matters if biopics about Black characters
accurately attribute actions and wins, as well as missteps and faults, to the correct figures.
According to Ted Melfi, the director of Hidden Figures, it does not (Thomas, 2017). Responding
to those who objected to the creation (Loff, 2017) and insertion of characters like Al, Paul, and
Vivian, the director stated, “There needs to be White people who do the right thing; there needs
to be Black people who do the right thing. And someone does the right thing. And so who cares
who does the right thing, as long as the right thing is achieved?” (Thomas, 2017, p. 1). It seems
as though, to Melfi, there will always be enough time, while telling the story of three remarkable
Black women, to highlight White excellence, even if it must first be invented. Furthermore, he
sees no harm in taking actual Black people’s successes and redistributing them to White people
whose entire existences, never mind their gradual evolutions, were complete inventions.
Melfi’s approach to race in Hidden Figures neatly corresponds to comedian Chris Rock’s
summation of 42. In his film Top Five, Rock (2014) discusses how 42 faithfully follows the
traditional Hollywood blueprint for creating films about race: “[In] Any civil rights movie,
there's two heroes: there's the black hero, and the White person who's ‘equally’ as important.”
Melfi, Helgeland, and Lemmons have brought to the screen the types of stories that have not
traditionally been considered to be of universal interest or importance, and it feels momentous
that historical accounts of Black American lives are being offered up as historically significant to
all Americans, not just Black people. Still, their insertion of linchpin characters into biopics
about Black protagonists communicates the belief that historical events cannot be meaningfully
appreciated-- where appreciation is expressed monetarily-- by movie audiences unless filtered
through the lens of whiteness. The practical consequence of centering a fictional White savior
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instead actual, non-White historical figures is the contextualization of historical events in a way
that precludes any other point of view from challenging Hollywood’s hegemonic White
superiority narrative (Bonilla-Silva, 2012, p. 173).
It is unlikely that there is a whiteness lobby overseeing Hollywood productions and
saying, “Won’t somebody think of the White people?” In point of fact, the deferral to whiteness
is so ingrained in American culture that it is possible to include White characters in nearly any
historical movie featuring Black Americans without sacrificing claims to authenticity; what is
notable is the amount of narrative attention paid to invented White characters and how they are
portrayed relative to Black protagonists. Attitudes like those exhibited in Melfi’s statement
reflect the ways in which filmmakers continue to regard White characters as precious and
necessary, often to the exclusion of characters of other races. This approach to filmmaking is
how we get a film about a woman who escapes enslavement and ends up somewhat beholden to
her (invented) former enslaver by the conclusion of the film. It also explains Melfi’s depiction of
Al Harrison destroying the segregated bathroom signs; one of the most iconic scenes in a Hidden
Figures requires that history be ignored or rewritten on several counts in order to show the
triumphant integration of a restroom by an invented White man. It is especially galling that the
Black woman who actually performed this task in real life is literally sidelined and relegated in
the scene to a distant, whiteness-approved position of gratitude.
In biopics about Black Americans, the presence of the linchpin character undermines the
triumphs achieved by Black protagonists over the course of the films. The film seems to present
the idea that Harriet's ability to lead a company of soldiers during the Civil War is only possible
because Gideon saved her from being murdered by Bigger. Why would Harriet’s filmmakers
take away from the notable fact that the real-life, formerly enslaved, illiterate, female Harriet
Tubman did indeed lead soldiers in the Civil War (and was the first American woman to do so in
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any conflict)? Inclusion of the linchpin character allows filmmakers to point to their non-White
protagonists as evidence of diversity without challenging the normative nature of whiteness in
the American film industry.
White Racist System Mitigation Across All Three Films
By highlighting individual Black characters’ triumphs, such as Jackie Robinson’s pivotal
home run off of a pitcher who had been prejudiced towards him earlier in 42, Mary’s successful
appeal to join a class at a segregated school in Hidden Figures, or Harriet’s successful use of
forged free papers, these biopics have neatly elided any mention of their Black protagonists’
contemporaries who were not as fortunately positioned and lacked these same opportunities.
Two decades removed from bell hooks’ critique of Spike Lee’s Malcolm X (1992), these films
similarly represent the lives of their black protagonists in ways that align with, rather than
challenge, Hollywood’s portrayal of Black life (1993). All of these characters were extraordinary
people who prospered in difficult time periods and situations, but they did so in ways that did not
materially change the circumstances of other Black people. In real life Jackie Robinson himself
was extremely skeptical of the way his legacy was venerated in the United States in general and
Major League Baseball in particular (Zirin, 2013). After the end of his playing career in 1956, he
noted that few other Black athletes had had the same opportunities he had,13 and by celebrating
him, Major League Baseball was able to pretend that its racism problem had been solved
(Young, 1968).
It would be easy for a viewer of these films to leave with the impression that racism in
these time periods was due to some White people’s ignorance, rather than deliberate decisions
that were made to disadvantage people not fitting a narrow demographic definition. Making a
White airline ticket clerk and hotel bellman the face of racism in 42, and having them refuse to
13

Major League Baseball was not fully integrated on-field until 1959, when the Boston Red Sox became the final
team to add a Black player to their roster.
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accommodate Jackie Robinson based solely on his race, may have made it unclear that these
people were not (necessarily) acting out of personal animus; at that time, segregation was the
law. The legal system said that Jackie Robinson had to be accommodated after White people and
could not expect the same level or type of service. His admission to the ranks of Brooklyn
Dodgers did not result in the immediate reversal of such laws. A judge ruling in Mary’s favor
would not have changed the law or the designation of some schools as being for White people
only. The next Black person who wanted to take a class at such a school would face the same
process that Mary did. Harriet is the last person standing between herself, Bigger, Gideon and
alone emerges physically unharmed from their climactic scene. Gideon’s late heroics to save
Harriet would not have altered the fact that passage of the Fugitive Slave Acts gave any other
slave owner the right to re-enslave her anywhere in the United States. These biopics might leave
unaware viewers with the impression that the way that these individuals overcame oppressive
situations meant that other Black people living within these racist systems would have had the
same opportunities, which is decidedly not the case.
Implications for Audiences
So, what should audiences do with regard to the linchpin character in biopics about Black
protagonists? The first thing that audiences need to do is to be aware. The practice of consuming
media uncritically and not making a habit of thinking about the larger messages that we may be
receiving can be a costly error. One way for audiences to be more equipped to identify linchpins
in biopics about Black Americans is to do a bit of research ahead of time about these films’
protagonists. A quick search in a reputable encyclopedia will help audiences glean enough
information about the protagonists’ lives to think critically about the characters and events that
are depicted in these films. With this kind of knowledge, one could go into a movie like Hidden
Figures and be aware that Dorothy Vaughan was a NACA/NASA supervisor from 1948 on,
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which would have put a very different slant on the film’s scenes in which she futilely tries to be
promoted.
Once people begin to look at entertainment as more than a chance to escape the concerns
of everyday life, they will discover the assumptions and worldviews that gird what they
previously considered to be mindless or just for fun. The American film industry exists to make
money, not to bring pleasure to audiences, and it is one of the primary means of spreading the
fiction that White people are superior to those of other races (Vera & Gordon, 2003). After
becoming more knowledgeable about the film industry and being in a better position to recognize
the linchpin character, the next thing that audiences can do is to call out instances when they
identify this character. This could look like having a conversation with a friend or relative, or
simply posting on social media something like, “Harriet Tubman was a remarkable person whose
contributions to the United States spanned decades and movements. It is unfortunate that
filmmakers felt they needed to add a brooding White man to her story to make her already
amazing life more interesting to audiences.” This kind of action leads to the third thing that
audiences can do, which is to vote with their dollars. Everyone has a right to choose their own
entertainment, but if one has read enough reviews or heard enough about a movie to believe that
it contains a linchpin character, one can simply choose to skip it in the theatres, and perhaps
catch it when it's playing for free on television or on a streaming service. People have the right
not to pay to be exposed to White supremacist content, and audiences have the power to disrupt
the film industry’s usual way of doing things.
Implication for Film Industry Artists
What can artists who work in the American film industry do to stop the advancing use of
the linchpin character in biopics about Black protagonists? First, the writers of these films should
ensure that they have a clear understanding of their subjects’ lives. What made these protagonists
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and the events of their lives in any way notable? There must have been some reason these people
and their lives were selected to receive a dramatic treatment; why not lean into those determining
factors, instead of inventing people and events that might significantly change the impression
conveyed? And when artistic license is used to add an event or character that is not true to life,
writers should think critically about what is happening in these scenes. Who or what has been
added? Do these additions create or change the racial dynamics of the subject’s life? ? Do they in
any way diminish the black protagonist? Who among the extant and invented characters gets to
make things happen? Why do we want to embellish the facts when the facts themselves are very
noteworthy? Writers have an opportunity to shape, or at least significantly contribute to, the
cultural conversation around the subjects of these films which, in my estimation, also comes with
the responsibility not to whitewash their lives.
What about performers? Despite the identification of Hollywood figures with wealth and
power, not all actors are rich movie stars, and not everyone who meets the criteria for a casting
call and wins a role can subsequently afford to turn down a paying job, regardless of the
stereotypical nature of the role. What can we say to an actor in a Black biopic who is trying to
increase their profile in the industry and takes a role of an invented White linchpin or fictional
Black antagonist? People need to work and, sadly, principles do not pay bills. To such
performers, I wish them the type of success that will give them more freedom to choose roles,
but more than that, more clout to address wrongs that they see. With this in mind, the advice that
I offer here is largely for those actors who are in a position to be more selective about the roles
that they take or to exert some control over the script for projects that they have signed on to do.
Imagine what might be accomplished if a White, household name actor pushed back
against how pivotal of a role their character plays in a biopic about a Black person. For an
example, one need look no further than actor Brad Pitt, who played Bass in 12 Years a Slave
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(and also produced the film). Although he is one of the most popular movie stars in the world,
Pitt played a character who appeared on-screen for fewer than 10 minutes. Bass was obviously
important but was never presented in such a way as to deflect attention from Solomon. Actors
like Jessica Chastain have made it a point to use their industry clout to benefit non-White costars, such as when she tied Black actor Octavia Spencer’s salary to her own (Chuba, 2018),
ensuring that Spencer would have greater power to command higher salaries from that point
forward. After learning that Major Ben Daimio, his character in the film Hellboy (Marshall,
2019), was supposed to be of Asian descent, White actor Ed Skrein publicly relinquished the role
and spoke out against whitewashing in the film industry (Sun, 2017). White actors with a
platform are already leveraging their power and fame to address inequities in their industry, and
it is not unthinkable that the same type of influence could be used to advocate for White
characters in Black biopics that do not serve to reinforce White hegemonic normality.
Implications for Film Decision-Makers
Those who make financial decisions related to film casting and scripts need to stop
overestimating how much audiences want or expect to see White people in pivotal roles. The
Hollywood film industry already produces more films focused on White people than is
proportionate to their percentage of the American population (which is another conversation
worth having), so there is no need to try to shoehorn whiteness into stories and events that
unfolded without significant White involvement. In their yearly reports on race, ethnicity, and
the American film industry, Hunt and his colleagues have noted the lack of diversity at the
Hollywood decision-making level and the relatively slow pace at which this is changing (Hunt,
Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Diaz, 2017; Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Roychoudhury, 2018;
Hunt, Ramón, & Tran, 2019; Hunt & Ramón, 2020); it could be extremely valuable for those
who are currently in these decision-making positions to learn more about antiracism, whiteness
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as a construct, and how traditional Hollywood narratives reinforce norms that exclude non-White
people. Perhaps gaining a greater perspective about the forms that White hegemony can take in
the filmmaking industry would help these decision-makers and gatekeepers reevaluate
everything about their business, from who gets to enter the pipeline that leads to positions like
their own to the talent side of the industry that decides which writers and performers will be
represented and hired.
If antiracist and egalitarian considerations are not enough to move those who decide
which movies get made and how, perhaps financial reasoning will provide more motivation.
Data from 2018 and 2019 suggest that movies with the least diverse casts earned less money at
the box office than those whose casts were composed of 30% or more non-White performers
(Hunt & Ramón, 2020). Moonlight (Jenkins, 2016), an Academy Award-winning movie that
combined critical and commercial success, featured an all-black cast. Get Out was widely
considered to be one of the best movies of 2017, despite contravening all hitherto understood
rules for Hollywood success (Harris, 2017); it achieved great success without the presence of
proven movie stars, a big budget, or a script written by a veteran with a successful track record.
In the same year, Girls Trip became the first film with all-black creative teams in front of
and behind the camera to earn at least $100 million at the box office (Alcindor, 2017). Crazy
Rich Asians (Chu, 2018), which in its debut weekend posted the best box-office returns for a
romantic comedy in over three years (Murphy, 2018), had very few non-Asian performers, none
of whom had speaking roles after the film’s first half hour. The success of these films should
make Hollywood decision-makers question the continued relevance of the conventional rationale
for the paucity of films made with majority non-White casts, and for the frequent insistence upon
including prominent White characters in such films.
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Limitations
This research considered only those films that turned a profit, received wide theatrical
releases, and were available for purchase on or before February of 2020. Each of these
requirements meant that films that would otherwise have met the criteria for consideration, such
as Miles Ahead (Cheadle, 2015), Loving (Nichols, 2016), and Just Mercy (Cretton, 2019), were
not included. Additionally, a number of biopics of Black Americans were made for television
networks or streaming platforms, and it would have been interesting to examine those. Is the
linchpin character also found in those films? Or might there be some difference between the
types of films that receive wide theatrical release and those that are released in other ways, or
between the types of audiences for these projects that could explain any observed differences?
Filmmaking is an industry that spans the entire Black diaspora. By limiting this work
only to those films made about American subjects, I have left out relevant productions that might
otherwise have been considered, including the British film Belle (Assante, 2013). As Fanon’s
work demonstrates, the phenomenon of viewing of Black people through the White gaze is not
limited to American society. An examination of the racial dynamics of White characters in
majority-Black films produced in other part of the world would be a worthwhile endeavor.
Finally, I am not a student or scholar of film. I have taken classes related to blackness and
film, I approach this topic as an interested researcher. It is likely that somebody with more
experience observing and discussing film would have noticed things that I did not, or may have
thought about this subject in a way that differs from my own approach. For this reason, although
employing a single researcher is, as mentioned earlier in this work, a standard way of conducting
research related to film, having more researchers involved in such work would have allowed for
both a greater possibility of disagreement and a standardization of the metrics used in this
research.
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Future Research
It would be valuable to conduct research on linchpin characters with a cross-section of
members of the public. Hughey’s research on audiences’ perceptions of and reactions to White
savior characters employed both professional coders and a semi-random focus group design
(2014). I believe that employment of a similar research design would be a great way to engage
both scholars of film and everyday film viewers in research about the linchpin.
Additionally, although this research focused on films that were profitable, it might be
worthwhile to look at the linchpin character in biopics about black protagonists made in the
2010s that did not turn a profit. Miles Ahead, the biopic of jazz great Miles Davis, could not be
made without the invention and addition of a fictional White music journalist to assuage
financial backers’ belief in the need for the film about a Black figure to feature a White actor
(Tartaglione, 2016). Might there be something about how the linchpin appeared in this movie
that would help us understand why it did not turn a profit?
Another possible direction for future research is to look beyond biopics that were given
theatrical releases. While made-for-television biopics were considered déclassé during the period
in which Custen authored his examination of the biopic genre, in addition to returning to
theatrical venues, biopics now can be star-studded, prestige events. Space and scope limitations
prevented this research from considering such productions, but the 2010s also saw Black
protagonists’ lives given the biographical dramatization treatment in other formats. These
include Bessie (Rees, 2015), HBO’s biopic of blues singer Bessie Smith, Aaliyah: The Princess
of R&B (Walsh, 2014), a Lifetime film about the deceased singer, and Ava DuVernay’s When
They See Us (2019), a Netflix miniseries about The Innocent Five14 that set viewing records
when it debuted on the streaming service (Travers, 2020).

14

The Innocent Five are five Black-American and/or Latino men who, in their late teens and early 20s, were falsely
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Race is often an unacknowledged subject of many American films with non-White
protagonists. Are the racialized dynamics of linchpin films replicated within American film
productions with protagonists who are non-Black people of color? Additionally, as race works in
a very particular way in American society, relative to the rest of the world, it would be
interesting to take a cross-cultural perspective on biopics released in the last decade and from
around the world that feature Black protagonists. Is there a difference between the functions or
filmic stereotypes of White characters in countries where Black people are the majority of the
country’s population? What about language? Are there commonalities to the trope characters that
exist in Francophone films versus Anglophone productions? It would be interesting to see what
is observable on a global scale.
Additionally, Banjo and Fraley express an interest in seeing more research conducted
with people of color interpreting whiteness. It would be interesting to see what observations
might be made by people who are by definition excluded from White American hegemony. How
do audiences comprised of non-White people interpret the presents, purpose, and actions of
linchpin figures? Especially considering that the non-White population of the United States will
only continue to grow and will, in a relatively short time, comprise a greater percentage of the
populace than White people, this is a demographic that the movie industry is going to want to
understand and cater to.
Implications for the Future of the American Film Industry
While 42, Hidden Figures, and Harriet definitely do not challenge the White hegemony
that undergirds most American major-studio film productions, they also advance Black racial
representation in film, albeit with an asterisk. It is unfortunate that the purported protagonists of
these films were minimized in order to prop up White characters, yet it is still notable that these
convicted of the 1989 rape of a White female jogger in New York City’s Central Park. They were imprisoned until
the real rapist confessed, after which their convictions were vacated and they were freed in 2002.
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films are being made. It is encouraging that, however skewed the perspective presented is,
audiences are being presented with biopics about Black Americans. Visible representation can be
meaningful; it is powerful, especially to people of color, to see people of all races wear Katherine
Johnson or Jackie Robinson Halloween costumes.15 But coming in a decade in which Megyn
Kelly, a prominent Fox News anchor confidently lectured the children in the audience that
depicting Jesus and Santa Claus as any race other than White is wrong (Howard & Sommers,
2015), it is also not enough.
The word “Hollywood” is often used pejoratively as a synonym for elitist liberalism and
progressive values, but the racial politics of many of its recognizable character tropes belie this
designation; the conservatism evidenced by studio executives demonstrates their skepticism that
moviegoers are impartial to race or welcoming to racial depictions that deviate from the dictates
of White hegemony (Barnes, 2008). While increasing the numbers of people of color,
LGBTQIA+16 individuals, and women involved in all aspects of filmmaking—and film decisionmaking in particular—would be a step in the right direction, representation is about more than
numbers or quotas. “In addition to numerical representation, quality of representation also
matters. Quality of representation includes the kinds of roles that groups occupy on-screen and
behind-the-scenes” (Erigha, 2015, p. 79). Less stereotypical depictions of characters from
underrepresented groups are coming out of independent film (Harris, 2017), and the existence of
major studio releases like Moonlight and Get Out would seem to indicate that there are pockets
of progressive thought within Hollywood itself.
For the past two years, 45% of all movie tickets sold in the United States have been
purchased by people of color and/or of Latinx descent (Motion Picture Association, Inc., 2019;

15
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A gallery of people costumed as Katherine Johnson. A gallery of people costumed as Jackie Robinson.
https://lgbtqiainfo.weebly.com/acronym-letters-explained.html
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Motion Picture Association, Inc., 2020). The same percentage of moviegoers who saw at least
one film per month identified as being a person of color and/or of Latinx descent. Encouragingly,
in 2019 films with casts that were comprised of between 21 and 43% non-White performers
made up the greatest percentage of American theatrical releases (Hunt & Ramón, 2020). Still,
even if, as one suspects, these numbers do have the power to make Hollywood decision-makers
more likely to produce films with diverse casts, that does not guarantee that those stories will be
representative of a variety of perspectives. Warner’s theory of plastic representation suggests that
we, as audience members, need to expect more from our entertainment than merely visible
diversity (2017).
. . . the appeal of diversity for today’s audiences has everything to do with the
storytelling, which extends beyond who’s in front of the camera to the earliest
moments of the creative process, when ideas for films and television shows are
first pitched to agents, studios and networks. Diversity sells, first and foremost,
because today’s audiences are themselves diverse and in search of stories and
characters with whom they can identify. (Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Diaz,
2017, pp. 73–74)
Those who would entirely dismiss concerns about plastic representation and linchpin and White
savior characters ignore that diversity is about more than skin color or demographic affiliation
and may illustrate why Green Book incited such strong feelings among the public.
Still, while more diverse films’ successes would seem to be positive indicators that
increasing diversity both in front of and behind the camera is something that audiences support,
Hunt, Ramón, and Tran suggest that those familiar with Hollywood do not believe that the
industry’s apparent efforts to increase diversity are genuine: “meaningful progress has been
mostly illusory, as the industry traditionally has greeted pressures for change with momentary
appeasements that dissolved the instant pressures were relaxed” (2019, p. 65). Their report goes
on to say that since the gatekeeping mechanisms, including studios, talent agencies, and the
relationships at the foundation of film productions have remained comprised primarily of White
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men, the film industry remains mostly unchanged and continues to center that demographic. This
is in direct opposition to the changing demographics of the United States in general and
entertainment consumers in particular, as noted in the several reports by affiliated authors (Hunt,
Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Diaz, 2017; Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Roychoudhury, 2018;
Hunt, Ramón, & Tran, 2019; Hunt & Ramón, 2020).
One could infer from the data that diverse American film audiences are increasingly less
likely to spend their money to see films whose non-White characters are one-dimensional,
stereotypical, or devoid of recognizable cultural markers (Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Diaz,
2017; Hunt, Ramón, Tran, Sargent, & Roychoudhury, 2018; Hunt, Ramón, & Tran, 2019; Hunt
& Ramón, 2020; Motion Picture Association, Inc, 2019; Motion Picture Association, Inc. 2020).
The movie-going public’s interest in film diversity is neither academic nor theoretical; people
vote with their wallets and box-office receipts suggest that non-White audiences want to see
themselves reflected in their entertainment. Moreover, the data show that White audiences, of
whom film decision-makers believe themselves to be representative, are also willing to watch
content that features diverse leads and/or majority non-White casts (Motion Picture Association,
Inc., 2020). How do we then reconcile audiences’ willingness to consume more racially
progressive movie content with the fact that biopics with linchpin characters are still being
written, greenlit, filmed, and distributed? And rewarded?
The fact that audiences and critics are now engaging in public dialog about the perceived
quality of films that rely on the first three types of racial character tropes will likely have more of
an effect on changing what Hollywood produces than internal diversity initiatives (Hunt, Ramón,
Tran, Sargent, & Diaz, 2017). Still, as we can see, the linchpin is a character who can be slotted
into biopics about Black subjects and remain central to the film’s narrative progression in a way
not available to non-White characters in similar filmic situations. As exhibited by the steps that
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Don Cheadle had to take in order to get funding for Miles Ahead, the inclusion of a linchpin may
make biopics about Black figures appear more attractive to Hollywood decision-makers.
Although such biopics’ Black protagonists will have more agency and direct effect on what
transpires than do non-White characters in White savior movies, the achievement of these Black
protagonists’ ultimate goals will require White involvement. As with many social changes
enacted within the United States, it will most likely be a combination of diversifying societal
demographics and the ensuing shifts in economic power that leads to meaningful changes in how
biopic characters are raced in Hollywood.
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Appendix A: 2010s Black American Biopics

Movie

Number of
Year
Screens

Budget

US & Canada
Gross
Worldwide Gross

Profit

Green Book

2018

2,648

$23 million

$85 million

$327 million

$304 million

Hidden Figures

2016

3,416

$25 million

$170 million

$236 million

$211 million

Straight Outta Compton 2015

3,142

$28 million

$161 million

$202 million

$174 million

12 Years a Slave

2013

1,474

$20 million

$57 million

$188 million

$168 million

42

2013

3,405

$40 million

$95 million

$97 million

$57 million

Selma

2014

2,235

$20 million

$52 million

$67 million

$47 million

Just Mercy

2019

2,457

$20 million

$36 million

$50 million

$30 million

Harriet

2019

2,186

$17 million

$43 million

$43 million

$26 million

All Eyez on Me

2017

2,471

$40 million

$45 million

$56 million

$16 million

Concussion

2015

2,841

$35 million

$35 million

$49 million

$14 million

The Birth of a Nation

2016

2,105

$9 million

$16 million

$17 million

$8 million

Loving

2016

572

$9 million

$8 million

$13 million

$4 million

Get on Up

2014

2,468

$30 million

$31 million

$33 million

$3 million

Marshall

2017

821

$12 million

$10 million

$10 million

-$2 million

Race

2016

2,369

$30 million

$19 million

$25 million

-$5 million

Miles Ahead

2015

527

$9 million

$3 million

$3 million

-$5 million

Red Tails

2012

2,512

$58 million

$50 million

$50 million

-$8 million

Detroit

2017

3,007

$34 million

$17 million

$23 million

-$11 million

2010s American major studio biopics about Black subjects, arranged from most to least profitable

54

Appendix B: Questions Considered While Watching Biopics
1. How does the movie open?
2. What is happening when the protagonist is first shown?
3. Is there a character in this film who might meet the criteria of a linchpin?
a. If so, what is the linchpin character doing when first shown?
b. What evidence suggests that this character might be a linchpin?
4. What are some of the film’s most meaningful or pivotal scenes?
a. How is the linchpin involved?
b. How is the protagonist involved?
c. Who is the central character in each scene?
5. What is this movie’s commentary on contemporaneous Black American life?
6. What does it have to say about contemporaneous White American life?
7. What does this movie communicate about interracial relations in our own time?
8. Does this movie challenge conventional beliefs about its subject or time period? If so,
how?
9. Which conventional movie character or plot tropes are employed in this film?
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